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Mid Murray Council has been experiencing communications problems for a few years due to the pressures of new information technology.  Current telecommunications available within the Council area are not capable of handling Council’s data, voice, and video conferencing requirements at a realistic price.  

Whilst the Local Government Association of South Australia has been successful in obtaining Grant Funding to assist with the implementation of improved information technology such as E-Procurement, Dynamic Council Websites, Electronic Development Applications, Lodgement and Assessment etc., Council is unable to take on some of these initiatives because the current infrastructure is unable to handle it.

Mid Murray Council consists of a large rural area 626,584 hectares, containing a number of small towns, none of which contains a population of over 2,000.  There is no dominant town.  Tourism forms a major part of the Districts economy with 1,900 shacks along the River Murray.  Mannum in the southern part of the Council is the head office and base for the administration of the Council.  Environmental Services and some administrative functions are based in the township of Cambrai, 30 kilometres away from Mannum.  The Works Manager and his administrative staff are based in Morgan, 103 kilometres from Mannum.  The splitting of the service departments between towns allows for a greater sense of ownership for the residents within the Council, allowing Council staff to reside throughout the Council area without having to travel long distances to work, thereby assisting with the economics of the towns.  Council maintains 3,358 kms of roads within its area, employs 76.9 full time equivalent staff and has a budgeted expenditure for 2002/2003 of $10,998.000.

Council’s current computer system was installed just over five years ago.  Since that time, staff who previously hardly ever used a computer, now require internet access on their desk, use e-mail facilities, and through greater pressure being put on them from Government Departments, consider the use of a computer essential to them being able to fulfil their duties.  Council uses Telstra ISDN links between the Council offices and pays $22,000 per annum for 64K links.  Whilst these seemed adequate five years ago, they are no longer able to handle the increased volume of data, 

e-mails, voice, digital photos and internet traffic.  A recent consultants report on ‘IT Management, Risk and Infrastructure Assessment’  stated that communications upgrade was the first priority to fixing Council’s problems.  Sometimes the computer system freezes  due to the inability of the ISDN lines to handle all the traffic.  To double the ISDN line capacity would increase the ongoing costs by 90% and still would not provide the capacity to handle video conferencing, and workable internet access on everyone’s desk.   The productivity of staff is being affected by the poor communications.

Council finds it annoying to hear politicians stating that communications in rural areas is acceptable, it most certainly is not.  Our Council area is severely disadvantaged compared with Metropolitan areas due to the poor and expensive Telstra Communication Network.

Currently Council is looking to install its own Radio/Microwave Communications System between our offices, because we have lost faith in the ability of the Government to provide good quality, affordable communications  in rural areas.  Council has works and services waiting for funding and should not have to waste time and money providing something that the Federal Government’s Telecommunications System should be providing. 

Council has a number of different call charge zones within its boundaries,  it would be good if all our residents could have equality in pricing within our Council area.

Whilst recognising that it is expensive to provide telecommunications infrastructure in rural areas,  Council believes that just because some people choose to live in rural areas they should not be disadvantaged financially because of it, every Australian should be treated equally.

The income from the sale of the balance of Telstra by the Federal Government would no doubt provide an economic boost for the Country, but when all this money is spent, what happens then?  The sale of Telstra would provide the Government with a significant short term gain, and the rural community with long term pain.   

There is a reasonable case for the Federal Government to retain the ownership of the telecommunications infrastructure only.  Communications is a Federal Government responsibility, ownership of the infrastructure maintains control.

Approximately 30% of our Council area is without Digital Mobile Phone Services.

This includes the Townships of Swan Reach, Walker Flat, Purnong, Bowhill, Murbko, Mt. Mary, Keyneton, Tungkillo, parts of Palmer and the eastern Mount Lofty Ranges within our area (except adjacent to the Sturt Highway).

It is our understanding that when Telstra was fully owned by the Federal Government, all profits were ploughed back into Telstra infrastructure.  Private ownership results in some of the profits going as taxation revenue and a large proportion paid out as dividends.  Future infrastructure upgrading will no doubt come from loan borrowings, thereby resulting in higher charges for telecommunications.

Council would appreciate it if the Select Committee can ensure that the sale does not proceed until good quality and realistically priced telecommunications are provided in rural areas, and that after the sale goes ahead, there will be no deterioration or reduction in the quality of the infrastructure, or high price increases for users of the service.  We are also concerned that some groups may support the sale on the basis that they might receive a financial contribution from the Federal Government from the proceeds of the sale.  

LOCATION MAP OF COUNCIL AREA:
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